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BOOK REVIEW
Davidson's Principles and practice of medicine. 15th ed. Edited by John Macleod, Christopher
Edwards and Ian Bouchier. (pp 841. £17.50). Edinburgh: Churchill Livingstone, 1987.
I first read Davidson 30 years ago: at that time it was already in its 5th edition. A brief comparison
shows that it then contained about 440,000 words in 1,100 pages: the current edition has compressed
625,000 words into 800 pages. I think I bought it as a student because it was cheap: but also because
it seemed to be comprehensive and straightforward, and I have used it as a basis for my medical
knowledge ever since.
So I miss some of the old pictures of the acute skin rashes such as scarlet fever: in fact infectious
disease has been transferred to the back and genetic factors take the first chapters. But careful
linguistic comparison will still uncover the old phrases which some of us know by heart - there are
minor changes such as 'alarming reactions to intravenous iron are uncommon, but have occasionally
been noted', which becomes 'alarming systemic anaphyllactic reactions can occur'.
Sir Stanley Davidson made 'no attempt to describe every rare disease or syndrome, but devoted most
of the space available to those disorders most commonly encountered in practice'. I have grown up
with successive editions, and have gradually come to appreciate the problems of the authors in the
compression of knowledge. Having got to know many of them personally as real people rather than as
names I can still recommend the book. It is the essential starting point for the study of internal
medicine and for many doctors will remain their base reference work. The present editors have kept
up-to-date and been prepared to prune the dead wood. There are many competitors in the market,
and the publishers must take care with layout and illustration, although Davidson is still the best value
for money.
I will continue to recommend it to my clinical students: they will need to read it and know it to pass
final MB. Postgraduates will need to remember the facts, but also to be able to place them in a broader
perspective. The older consultant will still happily read it, and to get to know the authors themselves is
really to complete your medical education. Dr John Macleod and his team have successfully kept alive
the primary objective 'to provide a rational and easily comprehensible basis for the practice of
medicine'. The book is economical in price and compact in size, but still contains the essential truths
for the practice of good medicine. DRH
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